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First Reading

Our first reading this morning introduces us to our theme 

This morning.

It comes from A. Bartlett Giamatti,

Who was President of the National Baseball League from 1986-1989.

Prior to his involvement with baseball,

Giammatti was President of Yale University,

And before that was a professor of Italian and comparative literature 

At Princeton University.

For all these reasons and more, Giamatti is remembered as baseball’s true Renaissance Man.

These words are selected from perhaps his most famous essay,

“The Green Fields of My Mind” which he wrote one year

After his beloved Red Sox failed to advance in the post season (sound familiar?).
“It breaks your heart.
It is designed to break your heart.

The game begins in the spring, when everything else begins again,

And it blossoms in summer, filling the afternoons and evenings,

And then as soon as the chill rains come,

It stops and leaves you to face the fall alone.

You count on it, rely on it to buffer the passage of time,

To keep the memory of sunshine and high skies alive, 

And then just when the days are all twilight, when you need it most,

It stops.

Today, October 2, a Sunday of rain and broken branches

And leaf-clogged drains and slick streets, it stopped, 

And summer was gone.

Yesterday was a gray day, full of bluster and contradiction,

When the Sox came up in the last of the ninth trailing

Baltimore 8-5, while the Yankees, rain-delayed against Detroit,

Only needing one win or have Boston lose one to win it all,

Sat in New York washing down cold cuts with beer

And watching the Boston game.

Boston had won two, the Yankees had lost two,

And it seemed as if the whole season might go to the last day, or beyond,

Except here was Boston losing 8-5, while New York sat in its family room

And put its feet up.  

Lynn, both ankles hurting now as they had in July, hits a single down the right-field line.

The crowd stirs.

Now comes a pinch hitter, Bernie Carbo, onetime rookie of the Year,

Erratic, quick, a shade too handsome.

He looks at some low pitches unworthy of him and then,

Uncoiling, sends one out, over the center-field wall, no cheap Fenway shot.

New England is on its feet roaring.  The summer will not pass.

It is 8-7, two outs, and school will never start, rain will never come,

Sun will warm the back of your neck forever.

All is forgotten: the anxieties, the things that have to be done tomorrow, 

The regrets about yesterday – all forgotten, while hope, the anchor,

Bites and takes hold.

Rice is up.  Rice whom Aaron had said was the only one he’d seen with the ability

To break his records.

Rice, so quick and strong he once checked his swing and broke the bat in two.

Rice the Hammer of God sent to scourge the Yankees.

The sound was overwhelming, cars pulled off the road, households froze,

New England exulted in its blessedness and roared its thanks for all good things,

For Rice and for a summer stretching into October.

Briles threw, Rice swung, and it was over.

One pitch, one fly to center, and it stopped.

Summer died in New England and like rain sliding off a roof,

The crowd slipped out of Fenway, quickly.

This is why it breaks your heart, this game.

It was meant to, because it was meant to foster in me

Again the illusion that there was something abiding,

And because, after it fostered that most hungered-for illusion,

The game was meant to stop, and betray precisely what it promised.

Of course, there are those who learn after the first few times.

They grow out of sports.

And there are others who were born with the wisdom that nothing lasts.

There are the truly tough among us, the ones who can live without illusion,

Or without even the hope of illusion.

But I am not that grown-up or up-to-date.

I am a simpler creature, tied to more primitive patterns and cycles.

I need to think that something lasts forever, and it might as well be

That state of being that is the game;

It might as well be that, in a green field in my mind, in the sun.”

 Reading

Our theme this morning

Was one that the baseball gods wanted us to reflect on.

I know this because last Sunday one of you forwarded me 

A brand-new poem written by the poet and Unitarian saint,

Mary Oliver.

It was published last Sunday in the on-line version of the Boston Globe

And its title says it all: “The Poet Goes to Fenway”:

Here it is:

In the language of baseball

I am 3 and 2

And not so nimble

As I was once

And the game, at the moment,

Is decisive.

There are many poets

Who love baseball

Which is, after all,

A metaphor

For many things

That happen when there isn’t a game.

The ball gleams forth, and high,

And maybe it’s a hit

Or maybe the runner is out.

Nothing is certain except the way

The old players hang on 

To their smarts, their prowess

As long as they can

While the luminous young

Keep showing up,

So swift, so quick,

With such light in their eyes

And such beautiful swings.

“Lessons of a Well-Played Game: A Baseball Sermon”

I mentioned last Sunday in the sermon that the day before, on Saturday the 13th,

I had attended the memorial service for my colleague and our friend,

Ken Powell, who served Pilgrim Church for 30 years.

I spoke briefly about one of the lines I remembered most from the service,

How Ken was a great preacher, but even more than that 

His whole life was a sermon.

You know how a word or a phrase sometimes just stays with you,

Filtering everything you see and feel?

That has been true for me about this line, speaking to me

About how actions are louder than words,

About practicing the preaching that we, especially me, preaches.

It had been a busy week up until that morning, last Saturday, 

I hadn’t seen much of my kids,

and when I walked into that service for Ken I think what I was feeling

most was that I wasn’t doing a very good job at practicing the sermon 

I give now and then to look around us, to pay closer attention to those people

In our lives – our family and friends – that we love the most.

So when I heard those lines – write a sermon with your life – 

What I heard was Ken’s memory urging me to not go and finish writing

The sermon I still hadn’t finished for the next day,

And to instead go home and be with my children.

What does this have to do with baseball, you’re wondering?

Well I wondered, too, until I got home last Saturday afternoon 

And found my 7 year-old waiting for me on the front steps,

His bat, ball and both of our gloves in hand,

Waiting as though he had read my mind and

Knew what I needed most in the world was some father-and-son

Time on the field.

Children are wise.

Together we found an empty diamond close to home,

The chalked lines faint, but still visible.

I pitch.  He swings.  He nearly takes off my head numerous times.

He runs the imaginary bases.  He slides into home.

He cheers for himself.  

“Baseball is a metaphor for many things

that happen when there isn’t a game,” our poet Mary Oliver says.

And last Saturday afternoon the metaphors for me were about going home,

About living in the moment that is now,

About remembering when I was that boy running the bases,

About the passage of time and how it’s now my turn to the teach the game.

About the responsibilities of parenthood.

About the need for play, the need to put everything else on hold.

I’m not even that big of a fan, I’m certainly not very good at the game,

But I never wanted to leave that field last Saturday.

The sermon being written then, between Emerson and I, was just too important.

So this is a baseball sermon,

The opening lines written last week on that diamond with my son,

The rest gathered over a week of watching playoff ball

And talking with several of you whose devotion to the game

Is something like religious fervor.  

You know who you are.

So far this church year I’ve preached on Unitarian Universalist evangelism, 

War and forgiveness, the Serenity Prayer, and why we come to church, anyway.

And today after the service we’ll be talking together as a church about space plans 

And how to make room for our growth.  

I thought what we needed today was a light sermon.

Why not a baseball sermon, I thought?

But then over the course of this week I’ve come to terms with my mistake,

That in New England baseball is decidedly not a light subject,

That here baseball is more in keeping 

with the Book of Revelations, 

or the Book of Job with his cries to God for mercy and justice.

When I sat down to write these words on Friday, 

the morning after Josh Becket 

Pitched masterfully against Cleveland and saved the Sox

From elimination,

I knew not what would happen last night at Fenway with Schilling on the mound,

Whether or not there would be Balm in Gilead for us come Sunday morning.

A light sermon on baseball?  During the playoffs?

With the Red Sox maybe still in it, maybe not?

Who was I kidding? 

Not knowing the mood I would find us in today,

I tried to approach the game and our message 

With a little distance, with an eye toward the lessons

And metaphors we might learn from the game,

Whether or not we are a fan.

A note here that we are church built around this idea of 
appreciating our differences,

And, yes, this means appreciating that not all of us love 
the Red Sox and baseball, 

and that there even some among us – gasp! – who love the Yankees.

My inspiration for this light touch, of course, is Manny Ramirez, 

Who this week modeled the Buddhist practice of detachment 

When he said, in effect, that he didn’t care all that much if the Sox win or lose.

“Move on,” he said, “there’s always next year.  It’s not like it’s the end

of the world or something.”

As we know Mannie was ridiculed in the press for being Mannie,

But because I have a free pulpit I’ll go ahead and say it:

I though there was wisdom in his words.

They point us, I believe, to the first lesson we can learn from the game:

This lesson about knowing what matters most,

And knowing what matters less.

In the language of baseball this lesson is called “defensive indifference.”

One of you wrote me about it, enlightening me.

It refers to the moment when a team lets a runner “steal” a base

Because that run is not important to the outcome of the game.

“I think there are times when we can all benefit by practicing defensive

indifference,” this person said, to which I wanted to respond, 

“and can I hear an ‘amen.’

Here’s a lesson that I think can speak to us in our time.

We all buy books with titles like “Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff,”
But sweat we do.

We sweat house repairs, car troubles and the long commute to work.

As a culture we sweat getting and spending and anything that says bling-bling;

We sweat over Hollywood and whatever Brittney Spears is doing.

We sweat over our professional athletes, conferring to them heroic

Status once reserved for folks like Mother Teresa and MLK.

New England sweats over the words spoken by one of its outfielders.

I sweat more than I care to admit over trying to keep a tidy house,

Or that next new thing for my bicycle.

Meanwhile, big things are happening:

War.  Global warming. Darfur.  Burma.  New Orleans.

Violence in Boston.  The growing gap between rich and poor.

Big things are happening that might seem small at first: our over-scheduled kids,

How we can lose ourselves in the act of trying to juggle too much,

How, if we’re not careful, we miss noticing someone we love

Waiting for us on the steps,

Waiting to play a little ball with us.

Here is baseball teaching us, I’m thinking.

For us to show a little more ‘defensive indifference” to the small

Things that don’t matter all that much to outcome of the game,

And for us to show a little more ‘attention-giving offense’ to the big things that do.

There are other lessons to this game.
We all might be fans just yet,
Because aren’t we also all fans of optimism, of hope,

Of this theme of resurrection born out in the four words 

That cross the lips of every baseball religionist 

Whose heart has been broken by their team, 

The four words that say “wait ‘til next year!”?

You taught me this, members of my beloved congregation.

Remember back in 2004, when your team the Red Sox

Played my home team the St. Louis Cardinals in the World Series,

And for the first time in 86 years you broke the curse and won?

Of course you remember.  You remind me of it often.

Despite my own sorrow, I was happy for you then,

And I believed you when you told me to be filled with hope,

‘that there’s always next year.”

And you were right, off by only a year,

With redemption coming for me last fall when my 
Cardinals beat the White Sox to become World Champs,

Even though it felt like I was the only one who noticed, 

the only one among who watched the games and knew.

This is the magic of the game, of baseball.

It teaches us optimism and hope. 

“What is better than when Spring Training begins?”

one of you wrote.  

“We in the north are mired in cold and snow, but have images of playing

catch on green fields with a whole season in front of us.

We believe we can win this year.  

And when we lose a game, we know there is another game

And another tomorrow when we can wake up, dust off yesterday’s

Failure and have a shot again at winning and redemption.”

This is the heart of a poet talking, am I right?

Can’t we all hear in these words some of the same longings,

The same hope and faith, that we all want to have? 

This is how the game transcends, 

And now we are thinking together about so much

More than a game:

Visions of spring in the midst of winter.

Visions of green fields to stay us through life’s grayness.

How loss is not the last word.  Failure is not permanent. 

Redemption is possible.  Wait until tomorrow.

Until next moment, the next game,

The new season.

This isn’t just the language of baseball and 

Maybe this is no longer just a baseball sermon.

We live despite death.  We seek and we find.  We hurt and we heal.

We lose and we try to reach past our losses.

This we call hope.  This we call faith.

There are other lessons baseball opens for us.

One more, about the passing of time,

And what the game teaches us about the circle of life.

A story to show what I mean:

One of my all-time favorite memories as a child was the autumn day

In 1982 when my father came to my Catholic elementary school and told the nuns

That I needed to leave for an ‘important appointment.’

I had no idea he was coming, I didn’t know what 
appointment he was talking about,

So I was a little scared as I walked out of the school with him,

The nuns whispering behind us.  

And it wasn’t until we were safely out of sight

that he pulled out of his inside suit pocket two tickets

To that afternoon’s World Series game at Busch Stadium,

The series in which our Cardinals would go on to beat the Milwaukee Brewers

And I discovered, for certain, that prayer really works. 

I was eleven then, a magical age,

The age at which everything still feels possible,

The future wide open,

All because I was lucky enough to grow up in a loving home 

Located in a city with a baseball team that wasn’t cursed.  

You will be surprised to hear that I don’t remember who won or lost that day;

It was thrilling enough just to be there at the game,

A place I imagined the whole world wanted to be, 

and there I was on hooky from the nuns and school with my dad,

certain that I was the luckiest kid alive.  

What a day.

Fast forward to one evening this past June, June 12th.

The last sermon of the church year has been written and delivered,

The air is warm, school is out,

And the whole summer is stretching before us.

By some miracle I have four tickets to the Sox game this night

And I didn’t have to forgo buying groceries for 3 months in order to get them.

It will be Emerson’s first ever visit to Fenway and to a Sox game.

Despite my best efforts, they are his team now.

He was born in Boston and the first rule of baseball is you root 

For your home team. 

We show up early to catch some batting practice and 

See the players up close.

Is David Ortiz really as big as he looks on t.v.?  Bigger.

And then the miracle happens.  

We’ve come down from our bleacher seats,

We’re in the stands along the first base line,

And one of the Sox players – was it Manny?  Was it Youkilis? – 

Hits a flare to the right, down along first base.

The ball must know what I’m thinking,

It must know I’ve been to seminary

And that I’ve got God on my side,

Because it comes right to us, bounces over the wall,

Through the fingers of another fan just as deserving, 

But not as quick,

And before I know what has happened Emerson is

Holding the ball in his hands…..Here it is…(show ball), 

I’ve brought it to show us, as proof.

And, of course, he has on his face this huge, beaming smile, 

one that I recognize, because it’s my smile, 

the same one I had when my dad took to me to that game years ago,

and it told me that now it was my son’s turn

to feel like everything is still possible,

and it’s my turn to help him feel like the luckiest kid in the world. 

What a day.

The game, like all traditions passed down and repeated from generation

To generation, allows us to do this.

It allows us at once to go back in time, to reclaim and repeat memories,

And draw together the circle of life.

“Even the baserunners,” one of you remarked, “go in circles,

running counter-clockwise.”

Maybe this is why we go to the ballpark, I’m thinking,
Maybe this is why more of us should,

Why perhaps along with socialized health care

There ought to be socialized access to Fenway,

Because the game connects you with so much than just the game.

It connects you to the past.  It can give you place to complete the circle.

Childhood here.  Adulthood there.  

We go to ballpark, we draw them together, we pass on the legacy.

We need more Fenways in our lives, my baseball friends.

Which is to say, we need more holy places where we can be drawn

Out of ourselves and towards one another, towards hope and faith,

Towards the big things that matter most.

This is no longer just the language of the game and 

This is no longer just baseball sermon.

This is a call back to life.

This is a call to get on the field.  Enter the box.  Keep our eye on the ball.

Swing at only the best pitches.  

Swing with grace, not force, but show purpose.  Connect.

Run the bases.  Stay within the lines.  Watch it fly.  
Over the wall.  Home run.

And Amen.

